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What 1 mean, is that so often in black scholarship, people consciously or unconsciously peel away from the strength and the terror of their evidence in order to propose some kind of coherent, hopeful solution to things. Your book, in moving through these scenes of subjection as they take place in slavery, refuses to do that.
And just as importantly, it does not allow the reader to think that there was a radical enough break to reposition the black body after But there's something else that the book does, and I want to talk about this at the level of methodology and analysis. If we think about the registers of subjectivity as being preconscious interest, unconscious identity or identifications, and positionality, then a lot of the work in the social sciences organizes itself around precon scious interest; it assumes a subject of consent, and as you have said, a subject of exploitation, which you reposition as the subject of accumulation.2 Now when this sort of social science engages the issue of positionality -if and when it doesit assumes that it can do so in an un-raced manner. That's the best of the work. The worst of the work is a kind of multiculturalism that assumes we all have analogous identities that can be put into a basket of stories, and then that basket of stories can lead to similar interests.
For me, what you've done in this book is to split the hair here.
In other words, this is not a book that celebrates an essential
Afrocentrism that could be captured by the multicultural discourse.
And yet it's not a book that remains on the surface of preconscious interest, which so much history and social science does. Instead, it demands a radical racialization of any analysis of positionality. So.
Why don't we talk about that?
Saidiya V Hartman -Well! That's a lot, and a number of things come to mind. I think for me the book is about the problem of craft ing a narrative for the slave as subject, and in terms of positionali ty, asking, "Who does that narrative enable?" That's where the whole issue of empathic identification is central for me. Because it just seems that every attempt to emplot the slave in a narrative ulti mately resulted in his or her obliteration, regardless of whether it was a leftist narrative of political agency -the slave stepping into someone else's shoes and then becoming a political agent -or whether it was about being able to unveil the slave's humanity by actually finding oneself in that position.
In many ways, what I was trying to do as a cultural historian was to narrate a certain impossibility, to illuminate those practices that speak to the limits of most available narratives to explain the position of the enslaved. On one hand, the slave is the foundation of the national order, and, on the other, the slave occupies the posi tion of the unthought. So what does it mean to try to bring that position into view without making it a locus of positive value, or without trying to fill in the void? So much of our political vocabu lary/imaginary/desires have been implicitly integrationist even when we imagine our claims are more radical. This goes to the sec ond part of the bookthat ultimately the metanarrative thrust is always towards an integration into the national project, and partic ularly when that project is in crisis, black people are called upon to affirm it.
So certainly it's about more than the desire for inclusion with in the limited set of possibilities that the national project provides.
What then does this language -the given language of freedomenable? And once you realize its limits and begin to see its inex orable investment in certain notions of the subject and subjection, then that language of freedom no longer becomes that which res cues the slave from his or her former condition, but the site of the re-elaboration of that condition, rather than its transformation.
F.WThis is one of the reasons why your book has been called "pessimistic" by Anita Patterson.3 But it's interesting that she does n't say what I said when we first started talking, that it's enabling.
I'm assuming that she's white -I don't know, but it certainly sounds like it.
S.VH. -But I think there's a certain integrationist rights agenda that subjects who are variously positioned on the color line can take up. And that project is something I consider obscene: the attempt to make the narrative of defeat into an opportunity for cel ebration, the desire to look at the ravages and the brutality of the last few centuries, but to still find a way to feel good about our selves. That's not my project at all, though I think it's actually the project of a number of people. Unfortunately, the kind of social revisionist history undertaken by many leftists in the 1 970s, who were trying to locate the agency of dominated groups, resulted in celebratory narratives of the oppressed. her story in a way that's going to solicit her white readership when she has to efface her very condition in order to make that story intelligible to them. I look at this messy moment as kind of a vor tex in Jacobs' narrative, where in order to fashion herself as a desir ing subject, she has to deny the very violence, which elsewhere she said defines her position as a slave: her status as a thing and the negation of her will. In one sense, she has to bracket that so she can tell a story about sexuality that's meaningful in a white domi that trajectory which, as he says, is "a splinter to the heart of the world"9 and "puts the settler out of the picture."10 So, it doesn't help us politically or psychologically to try to find ways in which how we live is analogous to how white positionality lives, because, as I think your book suggests, whites gain their coherence by knowing what they are not. There is tremendous diversity on the side of whiteness and tremendous conflict between white men and white women, between Jews and gentiles, and between classes, but that conflict, even in its articulation, has a certain solidarity. And I think that sol idarity comes from a near or far relation to the black body or bod ies. We give the nation its coherence because we're its underbelly. S. VH. -Right. You know, as I was writing Scenes of Subjection, there was a whole spate of books on nineteenth-century culture and on minstrelsy in particular. And there was a certain sense in which the ability to occupy blackness was considered transgressive or as a way of refashioning whiteness, and there were all these rad ical claims that were being made for it.14 And I thought, "Oh, no, this is just an extension of the master's prerogative." It doesn't mat ter whether you do good or you do bad, the crux is that you can choose to do what you wish with the black body. That's why think ing about the dynamics of enjoyment in terms of the material rela tions of slavery was so key for me. 
with a note of ambivalence, the film actually ends with her smiling over the romantic music, as if to suggest that she's gotten over it, and the future awaits them. And I think that is the frightening hypocrisy of the context we are living in.
There's also the film Unfaithful where the lover has to be mur dered in order to protect the heterosexual family.16 The white bour geois family can actually live with murder in order to reconstitute its domesticity.
F.W -Well, why does white supremacy seem to be so bound up in the visual?
S.VH. -I think that visually, the threat of blackness is somehow heightened. Fanon's "Look! A Negro": that's the formulation, and within the racial classificatory schema that is how much of the work is done, especially in terms of the way racialization has oper ated: how it disposes of bodies, how it appropriates their products, and how it fixes them in a visual grid. I think those are the three ways I would explore that problem, as well as, again, this whole dimension of the empathic. And you're right, that displacement functions more generally.
Who is the responsible and culpable agent? For the most part, it's always the slave, the native, the black. God! Why would you assume that? Like housing segregation is an accident! I think that logic of "if they only knew otherwise" is about the disavowal of political will. Why is the welfare state dis mantled, even though it's actually going to affect more white women and children than black people? Because it has to do with that political will and an antipathy to blackness that structures .. . Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century
